In this complex of bodies, language, and social organization we recognize the theoretical coordinates that Wollstonecraft would pursue at length in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, in which slavery functions as an analogy for gender oppression. Wollstonecraft works this correspondence throughout the Rights of Woman, querying her readers, "Is one halfofthe human species, like the poor African slaves, to be subject to prejudices that brutalize them?"2 This comparison between the legal and ideological subjugation of women in British society and the subjugation of Caribbean slaves has been discussed by Helen Thomas, Joan Baum, and others.3 But there may be a more essential basis for the comparison: Wollstonecraft explores how perceived physical differences between men and women have been wrongly expanded into the central structuring principle for society. In the slave trade the principle is writ globally: it is the imperial effort to structure the world according to somatic difference, in this case skin color, that she identifies in her review of Equiano.
In the narrative written by her daughter, Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Wollstonecraft's inquiries into the politics of biology are carried forward, but the language of race and slavery is foregrounded as Frankenstein explores the geopolitics of somatic difference. Shelley's novel has long been linked to questions of race and empire, from contemporary reviews that compared the Creature to Shakespeare's Caliban, to George Canning's evocation of the text in a 1824 House of Commons address on slavery in the British Caribbean, to James Whale's 1931 film adaptation, which staged the Creature's death against a flaming windmill in a scene that has been likened to the imagery ofKu Klux Klan lynchings.4 Shelley's master-trope of physical difference has been read in terms of race by several scholars. Anne Mellor, for example, extending her earlier work on Frankenstein and contemporary science, has considered the significance of the emerging field of ethnography for Shelley's presentation of the Creature, while H. L. Malchow and Debbie Lee have studied the relays between Shelley's text and contemporary writing on race and slavery.5 These readings have opened up a fresh interpretive landscape for studies of Frankenstein, most compellingly when they attend to Shelley's emphases on language, on literary culture, and on education. Indeed, Shelley does not merely draw from these discourses, but also studies the crucial relationship between language, alterity, and empire. With a provocative reference to Britain's prophet of imperial collapse, Edward Gibbon, Shelley reveals an oppressive traditionalism at Oxford that severely constrains the minds and actions of its students, said to be "slavish." were unhappy, I felt depressed; when they rejoiced, I sympathized in their joys."7 This affective identification is soon complicated as the Creature begins to perceive a power imbalance between himself and the De Laceys, a sense of inferiority that emerges as he becomes aware of his physical difference. As Mellor has noted, this difference is racialized from the Creature's first appearance in the text: he enters the novel as Walton and his fellow sailors track him through telescopes, and Walton describes the spectacular image he sees as not "European," but "a savage inhabitant of some undiscovered island" (p. 14).8 Walton's binary, European/savage, is taken up again in the Creature's own narrative, but well before his reflections Walton gives us the coordinates. This vague geography of "some undiscovered island" is appropriate, as the Creature is described according to no particular model. The well-known passage on the "accomplishment of [Frankenstein's] toils" begins with the opening of "a dull yellow eye," and then expands into a striking blazon. The Creature has "yellow skin," "lustrous black, and flowing hair," "watery eyes" in "dun white sockets," and "straight black lips" (pp. 39-41). In the manuscript Shelley described both the Creature's "sockets" and his skin as "dun," then decided to make the Creature's skin "yellow," perhaps more clearly to indicate a difference in skin color.9
Reading the description of the Creature we might, with Joseph Lew, sense an Indian descent, or agree with Mellor's suggestion that "most of Mary Shelley's nineteenth-century readers would immediately have recognized the Creature as a member of the Mongolian race."'0 But the exact referent of the Creature's difference is less important than the basic fact ofalterity: as the Creature learns to read and speak, he also learns that his body will condition the terms of his existence, and that this same principle rules the imperial arena. The Creature's realization of somatic difference follows close upon his first exposure to language. In a Lacanian reading of Frankenstein, Peter Brooks has argued that the Creature realizes that to enter human society he must move beyond the imaginary order and master the terms of the symbolic orderlanguage." Yet such mastery is a cruel delusion, for, as Brooks puts it, not only has language "failed to gain [the Creature] entry into the 'chain of existence and events,' but has rather made him fully aware of his unique and accursed origin" (p. 211). If, as Brooks proposes, "the Monster needs language to compensate for a deficient nature" (p. 210), Shelley shows that language itself is the site of the Creature's alterity, a terrible irony that the contemporary discourse of slave narratives will amplify. I easily perceived that, although I eagerly longed to discover myself to the cottagers, I ought not to make that attempt until I had first become master of their language; which knowledge might enable me to make them overlook the deformity of my figure. (P. 89) It is the utmost of poignancies that Shelley follows the passage on education with the Creature's realization of his own monstrosity, when he observes his reflection in a "transparent pool" (p. 89). Because the Creature has this realization directly after the passage on education, it seems that he has learned both language and the very system that names him monstrous. Shelley's diction establishes this link, as the Creature laments the "deformity" of his "figure," and identifies his own space within the symbolic order as "a filthy type" (p. 104). By acquiring literacy he only becomes more familiar, as did Gronniosaw and Equiano, with the terms of his own alterity. And this tragic realization will deepen: "Alas! I did not yet entirely know the fatal effects of this miserable deformity," the Creature reports to Victor. It is not until Shelley brings the Creature's education into the imperial realm that he will fully understand the "effects" of his alterity (p. 89). Ithaca, N.Y., 1983) , 161-62.
